Introduction
Our aim in this chapter is to examine what we see as a 'turn to agency' within feminism, in the context of the widespread take-up and popularisation of postfeminist ideas. Our particular area of focus lies in the field of media and cultural studies, and, more specifically, the growing interest in the 'sexualisation' of culture -a much contested notion that speaks to the growing sense of Western societies as saturated by sexual representations and discourses. We will argue that whilst agency has always been important to feminist theorising, in some recent writing it seems to have become a veritable preoccupation, endlessly searched for, invoked, and championed. In this chapter, we will explore the striking parallels between what we argue is a neoliberal and postfeminist sensibility circulating in popular culture and some contemporary feminist theorising in which agency, choice, and empowerment are given prominence. Both the feminist writing about agency considered here, and the popular cultural postfeminist sensibility are marked by a celebration of the capacity of female subjects to make free and autonomous choices and by a corresponding downplaying or even complete evacuation of any notion of influence, let alone coercion or oppression. Both focus upon areas of women's lives in which trenchant feminist critiques have been articulated -and are now contested. Both rely on highly individualistic formulations of agency, which are thought in terms of personal acts rather than collective struggles. Moreover, both frequently position themselves as critical of feminism and indict feminists not only for ignoring women's agency but also for imposing an orthodoxy of ideological constructs that are variously harmful to women or stand in the way of them acting in their own true interests.
We would like to say at the outset that we are not against agency -indeed, we find it hard to imagine what such a position might look like -and nor are we afraid of agency, as some feminist critics might have it.
1 On the contrary, we see agency as central to feminist theorising and argue that it has always -implicitly or explicitly -occupied a key place in feminism, not least because the very possibility of social transformation of gender relations depends upon it: in order to change the world we must act. However, we are intrigued by what we regard as a new 'luminosity' 2 accorded to agency in some feminist writing. We seek to read this sociologically, interrogating its links with the dominance of the postfeminist sensibility that suffuses media and popular culture. It is important to note that our argument in this chapter does not engage substantively with specific claims about the 'turn to agency' -though we have done so elsewhere -and nor do we focus upon epistemological or methodological considerations.
3 Instead, we seek to examine what it does performatively, asking where the agency fetish takes us analytically, and what, if any, kind of transformative politics it may lead to.
In advancing this argument, we build not from a single text or group of texts that could be readily identifiable as constituting a new and distinctive field or voice, but from a diverse variety of works that focus around representations and embodied sexual practices. 4 More than this, our sense of a change in register comes from our reading of a 'structure of feeling' 5 in feminist academia: from seminar announcements and conference question times, from angry tutting or non-verbal displays of affect, as much as from the printed (feminist) word. In this sense it is -we readily admit -contestable, so we advance it cautiously as one possible reading (of many) of what we both feel, nevertheless, is a significant shift.
The chapter is divided into four sections. In the first section, we consider the 'turn to agency' within a growing tradition of feminist cultural studies scholarship concerned with 'sexualisation'. Next we turn to postfeminism and argue that contemporary media culture in the West is marked by a distinctively postfeminist sensibility, connected to neoliberalism. In the third section of the chapter, we discuss what we see as some of the notable -and troublesome -continuities between feminist celebrations of agency and the postfeminist sensibility that dominates popular culture. Finally, we conclude by asking what this distinctive focus on agency does for feminism and for a politics of social justice.
The turn to agency media and cultural studies
Like most disciplinary areas, media, communications, and cultural studies have long featured battles about agency. From the early 'paradigm wars' between 'effects researchers' who stressed the power of media measurably to change human behaviour, and the 'uses and gratifications' perspective who emphasised instead what people did with the media, it is fair to say that debates about structure versus agency, determinism versus voluntarism, have animated discussion for more than 60 years. Over the past two decades,
